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The Socio-Political Perspectives of Neuroethics: An Approach to Combat the
Reproducibility Crisis in Science?
Emily Doerksena and Jean-Christophe Boivina
McGill University
In their article, Dubljevic, Trettenbach, and Ranisch
(2022) make a compelling case for incorporating a
“socio-political perspective” when discussing the ethical
underpinnings of neuroscience in addition to the preex-
isting knowledge-driven, technology-driven, and health-
care driven perspectives considered to accompany
neuroethics as a discipline. The latter three perspectives
represent established concerns and considerations in
neuroethics; however, the authors note that they alone
are insufficient to impose limits pertaining to the real-
world implications stemming from neuroscience.
Accordingly, a socio-political perspective in neuroethics
plays a prescriptive role in neuroscience research by
“…providing a meaningful platform for informed public
discourse and reflection, which may enable and empower
democratic deliberation and decision making…”
(Dubljevic, Trettenbach, and Ranisch 2022, 17).
Informed by Rawls’ proposed four roles of political phil-
osophy, the authors argue that a socio-political perspec-
tive in neuroethics would serve the following roles:
clarifying and resolving conflicts, orienting the public to
the moral status of neurotechnology, reconciling the pub-
lic with neurotechnological changes, and probing the
limits of practical social and neurotechnological possibil-
ities (Dubljevic, Trettenbach, and Ranisch 2022). With
these principles, neuroscience can avoid falling prey to
“hype and hyperbole,” which commonly afflicts neuro-
science and its research outputs. The article notes that
hype is an issue in neuroscience and other scientific dis-
ciplines in part because generating hype for science is
integral to many institutions that support scientific inqui-
ries (e.g., universities, journals, funding agencies). Here,
we consider whether this same concern for hype is a pri-
mary factor contributing to the reproducibility crisis in
science. We note that this search for ‘hype-able’ findings
has contributed to the publish-or-perish culture in aca-
demia and the reinforcement of publication bias, or the
“file drawer effect.” Finally, we consider how a socio-
political perspective at an institutional level could help
mitigate the effects of hype across all fields of science.
The tendency to hype scientific results has had a tan-
gible impact on many disciplines in addition to neurosci-
ence. For example, hype in the media leads to a
misrepresentation of how scientific findings are pre-
sented to the public. Further, the desire for hype-able
research at an institutional level creates fertile ground for
scientific malpractice, manifesting most clearly as the
infamous reproducibility crisis in science. The reproduci-
bility crisis is due to the realization that published studies
and their findings are not replicable in many scientific
fields (Baker 2016). Successful replication rates of previ-
ous study results vary from 10% to 40%, depending on
the field and study (Baker 2016). Authors have identified
multiple questionable practices that contribute to the cri-
sis. These include p-hacking—the manipulation of a
dataset done to reach a specific desired statistical thresh-
old; HARKing—the formulation or modification of a
hypothesis to make it fit the obtained results; and cherry-
picking—the presentation of incomplete evidence which
consciously excludes data that may contradict a favored
hypothesis (Frias-Navarro et al. 2020). In extreme cases,
practices stemming from the crisis have manifested as
the blatant falsification of results (Frias-Navarro et al.
2020). A consequence of such practices is that scientific
research may offer a false picture of scientific realities,
with non-reproducible results cited more frequently to
support an idea or a theory than studies that could be
successfully replicated (Serra-Garcia and Gneezy 2021).
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However, it should be noted that these practices are not
simply due to ill-intentioned scientists. The publish-or-
perish culture in academia is a leading cause of these
practices, whereby grants, funding, and promotions are
given according to how impactful the conducted research
is, or, in some cases, how much hype it generates (Begley
and Ioannidis 2015; Fanelli 2010).
The pressure for scientists to produce hype-able find-
ings creates another problem directly contributing to the
reproducibility crisis: the file drawer effect. Coined by
Rosenthal (1979), the file drawer effect is understood as a
publication bias wherein negative study results are con-
fined to a scientist’s “file drawer” instead of seeing the
light of publication. With the pressure to publish in the
foreground, it becomes challenging for researchers to
produce results appealing to funders and the public while
accurately presenting ineffectual or unremarkable data
(Fanelli 2010). Research tolerates a false positive rate of
5%. As such, a published article very well may offer find-
ings from an experiment that was successful once, but in
reality, failed far more often than it succeeded. Since
these “failures” never come to light, it is difficult to assess
their impact and may force the scientific community to
“groupthink.” That is, it leads the scientific community
to reach a false consensus about certain scientific findings
and theories. The file drawer effect becomes even more
pernicious when combined with the effects of the pub-
lish-or-perish culture, as negative results would be the
most efficient way to expose such questionable research
practices (Fanelli 2010).
Authors that comment on the reproducibility crisis
often conclude that multiple institutional changes are
required to reduce its effects, although there is no one
clear solution to address these concerns. We suggest that
incorporating the socio-political perspective as put for-
ward by Dubljevic and company within scientific institu-
tions may help move science forward from the effects of
the reproducibility crisis. Their socio-political perspective
offers ethical guidance for policymakers and the public
(Dubljevic, Trettenbach, and Ranisch 2022). When it
comes to the reproducibility crisis, a socio-political per-
spective could indeed serve to (1) clarify and resolve con-
flicts stemming from the reproducibility crisis; (2) orient
the public to the moral status of irreproducible results;
(3) reconcile the public with realistic scientific changes;
and (4) probe the limits of practical social and scientific
possibilities. The authors argue that a socio-political per-
spective guides us in ethical deliberation by keeping poli-
cies and regulations relevant to the application of new
science in clear view. As a result, the socio-political
approach aims to ensure that neuroethics stays its course
by preventing exaggerated scientific hype in search of
funding sources. The application of the socio-political
approach for science at an institutional level, that is,
funding agencies and universities, would mitigate scien-
tists’ concern for hype-able results. It also would ensure
that institutions are committed to practices that offer
reliable communication of all data within the scientific
community to provide the most accurate portrait of sci-
entific findings to the socio-political sphere. As such, a
socio-political perspective would contribute to improving
scientific practices by increasing transparency in research
conduct and communication of findings. Such a commit-
ment would encourage something similar to an “open
science” approach, effectively creating an open forum
where scientists may share data they obtained in various
experiments regardless of the data’s “significance.”
Ultimately, the incorporation of the socio-political per-
spective serves to ground scientific practice by reminding
scientific institutions, policymakers, and scientists, of the
discourse between science and society.
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